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In recenf years data have 'begun to accumulate on the^ 
efficacy of r<ile playing as ai^ alternative to deception in research. 
The ethics of deception a research technique are also being • 
considered. The present study was designed to p^rovide data desdp6-bing 
subjects' pos^-part icipat ion attitudes toward research and i 
researchers in comparable role playing and . deceD;^ion experimental 
conditions. .Subjects were 2tU students wfio wer^^ enrolled in eight 
introductory communica-Jridn courses at !lichigan\State ^University^ * 
rarndomly assigned in intact classes to the experiMental sonditions, 
and', who^ were part icit)ants in a communication exp^X^^^^^*^ designed t>o 
determin*^ the impact of a spe cific .news event . One'^lf of the 
students had been previously informed that this news "event was to be 
a fabrication. All subjects were required to fill out 'two 
questionnaires^ one which dealt with .their ^response to the news and 
the other which concerned their response to having participated *in 
the experiment'. The study indicated that subjects in the jSeception 
conditio;: wer^e more favorable toVard participation in t%Q^ i;esearch 
and toward researchers than were subjects in the role, .playing 
conditions. (LL) • . ^^r4/ •=='^ 
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SUBJECT ATTITUDES TOWARD RESEARCH AND RESEARCHERS: 
DECEPTION vs. ROLE PLAYING ^ 

f 

Social science disciplines are increasingly concerned with ethical 
ical Associatxon lists and discusses ten ethical principles in its 1973 

ff^ S , Sxmilarlynhe American Socioldgycal Association has pub- 

ft^h^Su °f enibodying 13 principles. A pro- 

gram at the 191^ annual meeting of the Speech Communication Association 
was devoted to "The Use of Human Subjects in Commurtication Research" 
(Bettinghaus, Greenberg, Hocking, Schreiman, Steinberg and Walker^ 197i*). 

.1-^..?!''?^*^°" f subjects in particular has .been a focus of ethical-, 
.f^'i^""™"'"^' 196^; Kelman, 1967; Rosenthal, 1967). Kelman 
V±yt>/, p. 5>, for example, argues that: 

Serious ethical issues are raised by deceotion per se 
and the kind of use of human beings it implies. T". — i 
Yet we seem to forget that the experimenter-subject 
relatxpnshxp whatever else it is - is a real inter- 
human relationship, in which'we have responsilDility 
- • . toward the subject as another human being whose dig- 
nity we "must preserve ... (p. 5). 

Kelrfan advocates role playihg as an alternative to deception. Role 

loV.ll 7°^"% 'w''^"^ ""^^^^^^ ^ situation'^and ;skx^g the'm 

to respond as xf they are "really" in that situation. . ^ 

Data have begun .to accuil2e on the efficacy of role* playing as 
an altematxve to deception in research (Greenberg, 1967; Horowitz and 
Rothchxld 1970; Willis and Willis, 1970; Darroch^^^d SteinerHg^O 
Holmes and Bennett 197^). This research focuse^ od whether ^ole play, 
xng subjects provxde -responses which are comparable to those obtained 
wxth ^eceptxon. Miller (1972), in a review of four studies foSg 

^?t^in'!^-"'^!''^' °°"?^"^^^ "the prospects for role playing as an 

altematxve tp deception are very poor" (p. 63»*). f J b «ui 

i 

(1967^ tLJ'So^'^- °^ ^"°^P^i°" r-esearch appear to agree with Kelman 
(1967) that. deception per se is ethically inferior to role playing 
S Z"' ? ^ deception on epistemolo.ical Pm„nH.. R^ie plf^ing, 
they say, lacks realxsm. -They argue that x^:'is unlikely subjects in ^ ' 
Asch-type. conformxty experiment, or a Milgram-type obedience experime^ ' 

^l%1gaxtt'':ol°:^^Sy1n?^^ "^'^'^ '''''' ^"--^-^ ^^.^ - 

l^o amount of di'scussion of .other aspects of role plavlne ■ 
can conceal the one simple fact that this procedure pro- 
vxdes informatxon about what people think they would do 



not necessarily what they w.ould do. And experimental 
results are not always easy to predict; people do not 
always behave the way that they or we expect them to. 
(p. 110). 

When subjects give researchers their time and responses, a frequent 
reason cited for justifying this effort is that knowledge in the area is 
advanced. It would be ethically questionable to waste subjects' time by 
failing to give them the opportunity to provide the best possible data.' 
If the researcher takes the subjects' time anti energy, it seems that he 
or she has an ethical responsibility to assure that these responses are 
likely to best advance knowledge in the area. If the quality of data 
provided by role playing subjects is inferior to that provided by their 
deceived ce^unterparts (a conclusion that the arguments and literature in 
the area seem to warrant), role playing may in some situations be ethic- 
- ally inferior to deception. This would be particularly true in situa- 
tions in which no harm was likely to result from either the deception or 
Its revelation. In short, ethical questions may also be raised by the 
use of role playing as an alternative to deception in research. 

Mo amount of armchair speculation will resolve whether deception 
per se is ethically' inferior to role , playing. Kelman (1967) and other 
critics of deception in research may or may not be right. The "real 
inter-human" experimente'r-siiject relationship of which Kelman speaks 
may or may pot be jeopardized >y the use of deception per se, indepen- 
dent of Its nature and seriousness. It is conceivable~tFat~subjects 
might feel more exploited by role playing researc^. Role playing also 
might jeopardize the "real inter-human relationship between experimen- 
ter and subject. In the absence of data, we, like Kelman, can only 
speculate. The present study was designed to provide data describing 
subjects' post-participation attitudes -toward resea^h and researchers 
m comparable role playing and deception experimental conditions^ 



METHOD 



Subjects ; Subjects were 214 male and female Students enrolled in 
eight introductory communication courses at, Michigkn State University. 
They were randomly assigned in intact classes to tfie experimental con- 
ditions. ' 

Procedure: Subjects were participants in a^ Communication experi- 
ment designed ?o determine the impact of a speci'flic news event. -(The 
results 'Of this phase of the research are renortdd in Gantz and Miller 
[1974].) About five minutes after the class' sesfiong began, the exper- 
imenter knocked on the- door and asked the instrujbtor to step outside. 
The instructor had previously given permission flbr the research to be 
conducted. After a few seconds both the instructor and experimenter 
entered the classroom and the experimenter annoiinced that (then incum- 
bent) ".Vice-President Spiro Agnew has just been/ indicted for bribery 
by a grand jury in Maryland Cor cleared of all Allegations against him]". 
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Before this message^ half the subjects were told that the event which 
was about to be announced to them had really not taken place; that they 
, should pretend that it had as they filled outThe questionnaire. To 
increase the plausibility of the news announcement in the deception 
conaitions, these subjects were told that the questionnaire had been 
prepared several days earlier in anticipation of such an event.- This 
yielded a two (role play /deception) by two Ccleared/indicted) factor- 
ial design. 

i-u.^rf'^ljfr''^^ ^^^1 ^^^^^^ ^ questionnaire designed to measure 
their attitudes toward Agnew, their desire to talk to people about this 
ey^t, and so on. This questionnaire took about ten minutes to com- 
plete, after which time it was collected. Then a one page debriefing • 
sheet was handed out which informed subjects that "the news event we 
have Dust told you about has not taken place." On this sheet subjects 
responded to two questions designed to measure the dependent variables ^ 
How do you feel about having participated in this experiment?" and, 
How do you feel about people who plan and run experiments like this?/. 
The answers were scaled from "very favorable" (5) to "very unfavorable" 
U). Subjects m the deception conditions were also asked wFether thev 
believed that Agnew really had been indicted (or cleared). Eight sub- 
Dects indicated that they did not, and were dropped from the analysis. 

vo.,h.tr'®J measures were collected, subjects were fully dei>riefed 

verbally by^ the authors and any questions they had were answeije^. 

// 

Results and Discussion / 

Subjects in the deception conditions were more favorable towards 
participation m the research than were subjectilH" the rMe plavine 
conditions (p < .05). Subjects in the deception conditi^s were also 
more favorable towards "people who plan and run experiments like this" 
than were subiects in the role playing conditions althcXgh this differ- 
tSes'e ^fsCSs" < .2). Tables one and two summarise 



Tables 16 2 about here 



These results are quite surprising. Both the defenders and the 
critics of deception in research have seemed to assume that role plavine 
was ethically superior to deception. Of course thTTS-ct that subjects 
were more favorable towards the deception conditions of this study does 
not necessarily make these conditions more ethical than the role playing 
conditions. Ethical standards are not necessarily derived, ftx^m what 

?;a? de^ntion '^""^ ^"''^ suggested, oTr^a^on 

that deception per se IS less ethical than role playing is that it jeop- 
ardizes the experimenter/subject relationship, these results might be 
viewed as questioning this assumption. This research used a relatively 
minor deception and it is unknown how generalizable th4se findings are! 
But the critics of deception argue that it is deception per se that-is 



leSt^slo'^nrn!'""^^-; ''^^ °^ ^^-^^ research >dicate that sub- 

. jecxs do nbt necessarily agree. 

rni-n^''^''!^ post hoc explanations may account for these "^r^sults. 
mimg out questionnaires is not an especially interesting task for 

^ int°o their I'^^^'^r Played this study h.d someone 

walk into their class and give them a questionnaire ta fill out. This 
is an event which occurs regularly in basic communication couS^s at 
Michigan State University. Subjects in the role playing condition mav 
have been somewhat bored by it. On the other hand, subjects in tL de- 
ception conditions had someone enter their classrooms a^d I^no^ce 
that Agnew had ,ust been indicted (or cleared). This sort of tiding 

we^ to???hL' S; ^"''^ interesting. When they later 

were told that the event had not really taken place, this did not change 

J^nor^K "/"'"T'^"^""" participation up until tha^ poinf 

few if'Lr m '^^'f ^^'^ were p^b^T 

few. If any, ill feelings reciting from participation. In general 

^st people probably feel nK.re positive toward participat ng'In Inter, 
estmg activities than in boring ones. ' This could account for tSe more 
favorable evaluation of participation in the deception S^ditL^s! 

Another possible explanation is that subjects do indeed have an 
intuitive feel for th^ value of the data they provide. Those fnt he ' 
role playmp condition ma^ have -felt uncertain about their, responses to 
some of the questions since they were onlv'p'retending. • In fining ou^ 

I^^^don^:°""^'^ ^''^ l?'^'' '^^^ -omer^i, -what go^ are my answers 
If I don't really know hdw I would feel if Agnew really had been com " 
Pletely cleared (or indicted )7r-rf they indeed felt -tMs way ^hly mav 
have been less favorable towards participating in the r^selJch PeopS 
In general do not like to feel like their 'time is being washed. ^ 

Subjects were also more ' favorable toward participation when thev 
had been told Agnew had been indicted than when told he haS ^en cleLd 
Since the overall sa^nple tended, to" have uJ^favorable attitudes towS 
Agnew (Gantz and Miller, 1974); subjects werfe more favor^L wLn J^e 
deception provided them with pleasant information.- However, role play- 
ing subjects were. also more favorable when. they were pretending that 
• Agnew, had been indicted then when pretending he had been clS ^hn. 

^^e":t^T °'ifng-s\'^ 'T^-''°" piaying':itui:io^';ffi t:d 

subjects attitudes toward pajjticipation in the research. 

This study used one spe.cific 'deception situation. Obviouslv mn^^ 
research is heeded to determine the impact of other kinds of Sece^t^or 
on subjects attitude, toward research and 'researchers . Also, oWde- 
pendent variables should b. explored as indicants of jeopardy to tS ^. 
o^aent J . experimenter and the subject. \l reLlts'of t"e 

?J;t ^ol ! r-''' -^rvri^in^ and suggestive. They demonstrate 

that role playing by ^social scientists may be an inadequate way of deter- 
mining subject attitudes about participation^ in research usinrdeceptlon 
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FOOTNOTE 



1. 



wh?S u "^^h^thxs procedure isnhat since it was intact classes 
Tina d?fy/««*gned to conditions, and notlHdKiduals , 

^on^n^ • the unit of analysis violates the assump- 

-lS.^f.'?f^S -^f 9f observations.- Unfortunately it was not 

nL ^ f^^^' ^^^^F individuals at random to conditions, 
or to use enough separate intkct classes to allow the class mea^s - 
to be used as the. unit of analysis. The reader is alerted trSis 
design problem and the subsequent shortcoming of the analysis ' 
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Tabl^' 1 



Subject Attitudes Toward 'Participation in 
Each Experimental Condition 



Means and. Standard Deviations^ 



* 

< 


Agnew 
Cleared 


Agnew 
Indicted 


Total M 


Role play M 


3.35 


3.65 


3.SlO 


SD- 


.9U 


.87 




Deception M 


3.63 


'♦.02 


. 3.83 


SD" 


1.01** 


.91 




Total M 

h 


3.»*9 


3.84 


> 


Analysis of Variance 


Source 


SS dp 


MS ; 


F 


Role play/Deception 
(A) 


'♦.eg 1 


'♦.eg . 


5.1*2* 


Cleared/Indicted 
. (B) 


> 

5.57 1 


5.56 


6.16* 


' A X B 


.09 1 


- .09 


<i 


Error 


162.57 180 






Total 


173.11 183 







The higher the numbers, the more favorable the attitudes. Subiects 
^ were randomly deleted to create equal cell sizes, N = '♦6 per- cell. - 
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Table 2 



Subject Atl^itudes Toward Researchers 
Who "plan and conduct experiments like this!" 



' \ 

Means and Standard Deviations 



Agnew Agnew 
Cleared Indicted Total M 



Role play M 3;7U 3.61 

, ^ ' l.m 1.36 

Deception M - 3. 80 ' 3.96 

SD .88 ^ .87 

Tojrarl M — ' ' 3.11 3.1Q 



Analysis of Variance 



*p < .2- . 



i.0 



3.67 



3.88 



Source _ * 


SS 

N 


■ dF 


• 

MS 




Role play/Deception 
<A) ' . 


•1.96 


* 

1 


1.96 


1.67* 


Cleared/Indicted 
(B) 


.01 ' 

« 


1 


.01 




A X B . 


' .92 


1 


.92 


<1 


Error 


210.97 


180 


1.17 




Total 


213.86 


f 

183 







